CHAPTER 1

Ovuh Dyuh

JOANNE KILGOUR DOWDY
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I want to blame it all on my mother. It is always easy to
blame the mother, and more importantly, the dead cannot speak.
So from the vantage point of age and the security from retribution,
I want to lay down the beginnings of my personal angst over
language. When we were growing up in Trinidad, my mother
always reminded us that we needed to learn to “curse in white.”
By this she meant, or I believed that she meant, that we should
always be aware that we had to play to a white audience. We
could protest, we could show anger, but we had to remember that
there was a white way, and that was the right way. I am sure that
she had accepted that this would be the case for her children as
long as the British imperial sun did not set.

Being middle class and black brought particular burdens and
responsibilities. Especially since our great uncle had actually been
a past mayor of Port of Spain, the capital of Trinidad. He had met
and sat with Queen Elizabeth, Her Majesty, and the Emperor Haile
Selassie of Ethiopia. If we were to continue this outstanding tra-
dition of service in public life, whether political or cultural, we
needed to have certain baggage. My mother plodded on unrelent-
ingly in her effort to make us deserving vessels of public accep-
tance. To “curse in white” was the epitome of embracing the creed
of colonization. One not only had to look the part, light-skinned,
chemical curls for a coiffure, but one had to sound the part, perfect

British diction. Maybe it was my actor’s temperament that made
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the language such a personal journey to me. I took on the project
of “th”s and “wh”s with such devotion that I was given many
opportunities to represent my grade school in choral speaking com-
petitions and story-telling festivals.

Imitation is a grand play when you are young and impression-
able. But I can tell you a very painful memory about discovering
the edge between fantasy and reality. My friends were out in the
middle of the street playing cricket, no less, when 1 decided to join
them. I was never good at sports, my hand and eye coordination
is more the product of wishful thinking than reality. But 1 ven-
tured in, as a good sport, and also as a way to provide entertain-
ment for the group. Again, having the soul of an actor can force
you to put your personal image at risk for no good reason except
that it gives you a chance to affect the situation to your advantage.
Applause drives the reasoning of any self-respecting ham. In other
words, anything for attention. So here we are playing cricket, look-
ing out for the cars turning into the street and forcing us to scatter
onto the sidewalks, and I hit a ball over the fence nearest my left.
It’s a miracle that my makeshift bat even made contact with the

ball, and that I managed to direct it away from the pitcher. It’s
another miracle that in the scramble for the fielders to find the
ball, T scream out “Over there.” Note that the “th” was intact. My
English, English teacher would have been proud of me, but more
likely, my mother would have been even more excited by my
“mastery of the language.” The game stopped still for those few
seconds while I spoke. Then the giggling and snickering began.
Someone was hollering my phrase, “over there,” in the most ex-
aggerated British accent. Then the others picked it up. It sounded
as strange as any foreign language sounded to me. ¥Who could have
said that phrase, was my question? Any sensible person in those
given circumstances would have enunciated “Ovuh dyuh!” I was
frozen to the asphalt. Should I run, should I stand and stare them
down? What was the “right” way to deal with their scornful
laughs?
In Trinidad, the sounds of the mother land, Africa, play in and
out of the language patterns of Europe, India, and Asia. The Trin-
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be called into the performance medium, and I, at last, could feel
integrated.

The advent of the television workshop during my high school
years meant that I had found the real life flesh to put on the
sharp-edged bones of the skeleton that was the English language.
Now my soul could find its way throughout my body, and I could
feel at one with my inner reality. No more the hesitation of trans-
lating Trinidadian to British idiom, no more the self-doubt asso-
ciated with being perceived as a second-language speaker. But now,
at last, I had the dignity of shaping my world as I saw it and the
ability to name the world in the way that I experienced it. I now
had a choice between the “th”s and the “de”s.

That creative work in the television workshop made my life as
an actor very different from my life outside of the theater. In the
“real world” I was forced to experience life in two languages: my
inner language and the English through which Trinidad’s public
life was conducted: the news, the foreign television programs, and
formal education. The colonizer’s language, English, continued to
set up a force field against which I had to do battle for my soul.
As a result of my acting life, I came to understand and be able to
talk about the conflict that I experienced when I had to commu-
nicate in the larger world. I now saw that the linguistic tension
that I lived every day was the result of a war for the minds of the
colonized. I came to understand that the colonizer only valued the
native language of the colonized in the realm of entertainment. In
so doing, the colonizer weighs the whole issue of the colonized’s

language, the history and the community experience that it rep-

resents, and decides that the value is nil.

The “successful” colonized person understands, with the help of
her family’s and her community’s experience of colonization, that
the survival technique for the subjugated group involves double
realities. She must be in two places at the same time, ovuh dyuh
and here too, and not give any indication that her attention is
divided. She must operate from behind the mask of the “white”

language. Her lot is to act as a channeler of languages, a mere
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imitator of the sounds and belief systems, not one who makes sense
of the ideas. The Head Girl should never remember the Masai.
This 1s the reality that divides her soul when she attempts to slip
from behind her mask of “acceptable” white language and begin
to engage a conversation in her own tongue.

There 1s mental conflict about the priority that should be given
to the mother tongue over the master discourse. In the public life,
the value given to the patriarch’s tongue, the master discourse,
always supersedes that given to the matriarch. The “language of
intimacy,” as Richard Rodriguez calls it, has no place in the public

arena. In other words, soul and reality occupy separate linguistic
spaces. This conflict duplicates itself in every aspect of life, when
the colonized tries to negotiate the two worlds of language by
building bridges from one side to the other.

At a loss for words really describes the feeling of the soul in the
“white” language world. Thoughts come into her head in her fam-
ily’s intimate vocabulary, and she strains to translate those ideas
into the acceptable form expected in public conversation. She ex-
pects that her usual facility with language will be available to her
when she begins to speak in public. Instead, there are cold, metal
sounds bouncing off her teeth, the act of translation cooling the
passion of the thought. Where she expected to create an easy access
to her listeners’ acceptance, she finds that her efforts create a glis-
tening wall, icy with dangerous foreign sounds and echoes of the
unfamiliar tones of strangers.

The continual disappointment with the master discourse creates
a shroud that covers every utterance with a doubt about its wor-
thiness. The voice in her head does not match the tone in her
throat. She sees and hears herself becoming a tape played at the
wrong speed. Unless she can reconnect with the sense of familiarity
of using language that she grew up taking for granted, she loses
all ability to integrate the dominant idiom into her language sys-
tem and she is rendered voiceless.

So, for the colonized speaker, the issue is not really about
whether she has a language or not. The issue is about having

enough opportunity to practice that language in “legitimate” com-
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